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Abstract 
The increased demand towards literacy and proficiency in the English language as a result of globalisation in the world today has 
prompted the Malaysian government to take various steps in enhancing the use of English (as a second language) in the national 
higher education system. Various value-added programmes have been created to increase undergraduates’ proficiency in English 
including conducting ‘soft-skills’ workshops in both the Malay and English languages. This paper reports the perceptions and 
attitudes of undergraduates in a local Malaysian university regarding the use of English in their education process. In addition, it 
reports their views on bilingual education in general. The survey research method which incorporated the use of the questionnaire 
was applied to obtain the required data from the respondents. A total of 60 (sixty) students from an undergraduate programme 
responded to a questionnaire distributed. The data collected was later analysed and the results obtained were discussed 
descriptively. From the study, it was found that the majority of respondents agreed that further steps should be taken to enhance 
the use of English in their education process. These respondents were also in favour of having a Bilingual Education Policy to 
promote the use of English along with the Malay language in their institution. 
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction 
Bilingualism and Bilingual Education possesses a wide range of different meanings. How one interprets 
bilingualism and bilingual education depends on the perspective one happens to be discussing. "In very general 
terms, bilingual education implies some use of two (or more) languages of instruction in connection with teaching 
other than language per-se. However, within this broad definition, it is obvious that, vastly different types of 
programs and program goals can be and are being pursued" (Fishman & Joshua, cited in Solomon, 1988: 1). 
  In relation to the above statement, it is clear that bilingual education can encompass many different kinds of 
programmes of language instruction with different kinds of goals in the teaching and learning process. Therefore, to 
avoid confusion, in this paper, bilingualism in this paper will refer to the ability to use two languages, namely, the 
Bahasa Melayu (Malay Language) and the English Language. The term Bilingual Education Policy, which will be 
used constantly later on, will hence refer to a policy that regulates the use the Malay and English Languages. 
  The use of English in the education process is aimed at helping students meet the challenges of the future.  The 
local Malaysian graduates who are propelled into the job market after their various bachelor degree courses are 
assumed to have possessed the adequate proficiency levels of English to function successfully in their various 
professional fields. However, the constant criticism against local graduates producing atrocious English by 
employers in various sectors indicates otherwise. Many local graduates still have problem with listening, advance 
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reading, speaking and writing in English. It is believed many local graduates are still unemployed because of their 
inability to use the English language effectively. This problem is prevalent among many local graduates except for 
those who have English language speaking backgrounds. The local graduates who do not master English might not 
only lose their economic competitiveness but also find it hard to progress in the professional, industrial and technical 
fields.  
   This paper reports the perceptions and attitudes of undergraduates in a local Malaysian university regarding the 
use of English in their education process. In addition, it reports their views on bilingual education in general. The 
survey research method which incorporated the use of the questionnaire was applied to obtain the data from the 
respondents regarding: (a) the extent or availability of a systematic Bilingual Education Policy in their institution; 
(b) their perceptions and attitudes on the need to master the English language; (c) their willingness to be directly 
involved in the implementation of a more comprehensive language policy that promotes the use of English in their 
institution and, (d) their views of on Bilingual Education in general. An overview will be provided of the general 
findings of the survey. 
2. Bilingual Education in Malaysia: A Brief Overview
Malaysia is a country where traces of bilingual education programmes can be found from a very early stage since 
her independence in 1957. Even though the Bahasa Melayu (Malay) has been accepted as the National language, 
English has the status of being a very important second language due to its instrumental value in economic, social 
and educational advancement. According to Graddol (2002), English is crucial in the acquisition of knowledge 
because all the academic and scientific journals around the world today are "moving towards publishing in English 
only". The most popular medium of communication via the Internet where undergraduates discuss their academic 
work with colleagues or lecturers is also English. 
   The educational system in Malaysia today continues to provide opportunities for the use of English among 
students at various levels. English is taught as a compulsory subject in the secondary level. Hence, "Despite the 
decision to introduce Bahasa Melayu as the medium of instruction, the government was committed to a policy of 
maintaining English as a strong second language. Consequently, English was taught as a subject from year one in all 
Malay medium primary schools and from year three in Chinese and Tamil schools. The importance of English was 
further strengthened with various government documents stressing on the economic, international and political value 
of English" (Pillay, 1998: 2) 
2.1    Falling standards of English in Malaysia 
Recently, there has been much discussion on the falling standards of English in the country. Dhirendra Shantilal, 
Senior Vice President (Asia Pacific), Kelly Services Inc. in his presentation during the National Industry Dialog 
2009, mentioned that Malaysia needs to produce more students with soft-skills including those who are able to 
communicate, articulate and present ideas especially in the English language as currently there are too few. 
   Apart from his statement, there were other articles found in the newspapers about the falling standards of English. 
An example is an article written by Sheikh Osman Majid (2002) who mentioned about the falling standards of 
English.  According to him, a report by the Education Ministry in 1980 stated that "less than one-third of the 37,000 
teachers of English in the schools, both primary and secondary, in the country had any English qualification." 
Sheikh Osman Majid (2002) went on to say that this situation was different from the situation in the 1970s where 
most of the teachers were qualified to teach English. He was also sceptical the situation has improved in the past 
years as attempts were not seriously taken to stem the falling standards of English in the country.  
   In her report on "From Imperialism to Malaysianisation", Asmah Hj. Omar (1997) stated that "Most Malaysian 
students attending the local universities found it difficult to comprehend spoken and written English even though 
they may have  obtained a  credit  in  their  SPM or  Form 5  English  paper."  This  situation  clearly  shows the  falling  
standards of English in the country compared to before the height of nationalism around the 1980s, where most 
Malaysian students could speak and write good English and many were sent abroad to further their tertiary education 
where the medium of instruction is English.  
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3.  The Need for Bilingualism and Bilingual Education
In a multilingual society where several languages have distinct and various societal functions, individuals, in order 
to be effective and efficient, must achieve mastery of more than one variety of language within the appropriate 
social contexts. Similarly, in the diverse global communities of today, governments must attempt to develop the 
language repertoire of their people from the official and national languages of their respective countries to the more 
valued, world accepted language or languages. 
  The needs that promote such developments are usually economic, social and educational. In order for a country to 
enrich itself and its people in the sense of achieving advancement in the international arena, certain languages are a 
must and cannot be neglected. English, undeniably, is an international language where no nation can afford to 
neglect if the nation wishes to climb the global economic, social and educational ladder, and to subsequently 
improve and enrich the lifestyles of its people. In such a case, some form of bilingualism is called for, and the need 
for bilingual education beyond simply teaching more than one language in educational institutions becomes 
apparent. 
4. Method 
In this study, the survey research method which incorporates the use of the questionnaire was used as it is the most 
common form of research method engaged by educational researchers to gain qualitative, descriptive as well as 
quantitative data (Mohamad Najib Abdul Ghafar, 1999). The approach required no complex manipulation of data, 
and the  research  instrument  was  easily  administered  to  the  respondents.   The  questionnaire  was  tabulated  to  gain  
quantitative data from the respondents (undergraduates) where the researchers investigated their perceptions and 
attitudes regarding Bilingual Education and the use of the English language in their institution; their willingness or 
preparedness in accepting a change towards using more English academically in their studies; their perceptions on 
the importance of the English language, and whether they know of any existing Bilingual Education Policy or have 
been exposed to using English as the medium of instruction in their faculties.  
4.1 Procedures 
A questionnaire comprising 25 items was drawn up based on the objectives of the study. Items were placed in six 
different sections: (A) Background information of respondents; (B) Knowledge of any Bilingual Education Policy in 
their institution; (C) Willingness to immerse in a new language policy encouraging the use of English; (D) 
Perceptions and attitudes of the respondents regarding the need to master the English language. (E) Experience of 
receiving instructions in English in their institution; (F) Views of the respondents on Bilingual Education in general. 
The respondents provided their answers to the open-ended questions, Binary Scale Yes/No questions and also 
indicated their responses based on a 5-point Likert Scale. 
  All 60 respondents were allocated sufficient time (1 Hour) to complete and return the 25-item questionnaire. The 
return rate was 100%. Half (30) or 50% of the respondents were male and the remaining half were female. All were 
between the ages of 18 -25 and were enrolled in undergraduate programmes in their institution. 
5. A Summary of the Results and Findings 
An analysis of the data showed that only a small number of undergraduates of both gender (2 out of the 30 Male, 
and 3 out of the 30 Female) use English to communicate with others in their daily lives. However, a great majority 
(20 out of the 30 Male, and 24 out of the 30 Female) said that English is a must in their field of study.   Regarding 
their awareness on the existence of a Bilingual Education Policy in their institution, it was found that the majority of 
undergraduates (21 out of the 30 Male, and 26 out of the 30 Female) surveyed indicated they were unaware of any 
existing Bilingual Education or Language policy in their institution.  We found that the majority of undergraduates 
(16 out of 30 Male, and 10 out of 30 Female) surveyed felt that they were 'Moderately Confident' when asked if they 
would  be  able  to  use  the  English  language  effectively  if  they  were  involved  in  the  implementation  of  a  more  
comprehensive language policy that promotes the use of English in their institution.  
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    We also found the majority (41 / 60) of respondents were in agreement that there was a need for the university to 
take further steps in improving the standard of English among undergraduates.  9 out of the 30 Male undergraduates 
surveyed 'Strongly Agree’; while 14 others 'Agree' with the suggestion bringing the total in agreement to 23 
respondents. As for Female undergraduates, 18 out of the 30 surveyed 'Strongly Agree', while 10 of them 'Agree' 
bringing the total number to 28.  Analysis of the data also showed that 43 out of 60 undergraduates either “Agree” or 
“Strongly Agree” that the English language should be accepted officially and academically to conduct courses, to 
carry out research, to write theses and dissertations, and other forms of official documents.  The majority of 
respondents either 'Strongly Agree' or 'Agree' (26 out of 30 Male and 28 out of 30 Female) that steps should be taken 
to use English as one of the mediums of instruction alongside the Malay language in their institution.   From Item 16 
which measures the levels of willingness among undergraduates to do their assignments / presentations / projects / 
research / reports in English language when following the courses in their faculties, a total of 35 out of 60 
respondents gave positive responses.  From Item l7 which measures the levels of willingness among undergraduates 
to follow the courses or lectures in the English language, a total of 46 of them gave positive responses.  
    Overall, from the information obtained, it is valid to say that most of the respondents have positive attitudes and 
perceptions towards the need to master the English language. These respondents were also in favour of having a 
Bilingual Education Policy that promotes the use of English. 
6.   Discussion on the Results and Findings 
This study was able to shed some light into the students’ perception and attitudes to learn or receive instructions in 
the English language alongside the Malay language. Looking at the results and findings from the previous section, it 
is clear that the perceptions and attitudes of undergraduates of both genders regarding the use of the English 
language holds many similarities.  
   The first similarity among the respondents of both genders surveyed lies in their perceptions on English. Most of 
the respondents viewed English as a must in their field of study or expertise.  The second similarity is that all the 
respondents from both group either 'Strongly Agree' or 'Agree' that there is a need for the university to take further 
steps to improve the standard of English among undergraduates.  The third similarity is that the majority from both 
groups either 'Strongly Agree' or 'Agree' that the English language should be accepted officially and academically in 
their institution to conduct courses, to carry out research, to write theses and dissertations, and other forms of official 
documents. 
    The fourth similarity is that the majority of respondents from both groups either 'Strongly Agree’ or 'Agree' that 
steps should taken to use the English language as one of the medium of instructions alongside the Malay language. 
These respondents were also in favour of having a Bilingual Education Policy that promotes the use of English.  The 
final similarity is that the majority of undergraduates from both genders surveyed were either 'Very Willing' or 
'Willing' to follow and receive instructions in the courses they were involved with in the English language. 
7. Conclusions 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions and attitudes of undergraduates in a local institution of 
higher  learning regarding the  use  of  English  in  their  institutions.  The  results  and discussion  of  the  research  from 
analysing the data indicated that there was no official Bilingual Education Policy in the target institution. Even 
though the majority of undergraduates surveyed indicated that no steps were being taken to improve their English 
proficiency levels in their institution, the study showed that most of them have been exposed to receiving 
instructions or lectures in English while following their courses. Most of the respondents viewed English as a must 
in their field of study or expertise. The levels of willingness or preparedness of respondents to be directly involved 
in the implementation of a more comprehensive language policy that promotes the use of English in their institution 
in the future, if implemented, was also found to be very encouraging. All the respondents either 'Strongly Agree' or 
'Agree'  that  there  is  a  need  for  the  university  to  take  further  steps  to  improve  the  standard  of  English  among  
undergraduates. Furthermore, the majority of respondents from both groups either 'strongly Agree' or 'Agee' that 
steps  should  be  taken  to  use  the  English  language  as  one  of  the  mediums  of  instruction  alongside  the  Malay  
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language. These respondents were in favour of having a Bilingual Education Policy that promotes the use of English 
in their institution. 
   The undergraduates’ positive attitudes in the current study have special significance given the lack of initiative 
being taken currently to amend the policy to include the use of more English in giving academic instructions and to 
use English as a medium of instruction in higher institutions of learning. It is therefore essential for policy-makers to 
device  a  formula  that  encourages  the  use  of  English  while  strengthening  the  status  of  the  Malay  language  as  a  
prerequisite for deriving the benefits of language diversity in Malaysia and for her students to compete and excel 
globally.  
8. Implications
The results of this research showed that the majority of undergraduates surveyed indicated they were willing to 
participate in enhancing the use of the English language in their institution. Thus, more efforts should be taken help 
them master the language at their institutional level using various approaches and steps. These steps can be in the 
form of making English as one the mediums of instruction, having an official Language Policy or Bilingual 
Education Policy which accepts, regulates and promotes the use of English, and holding regular English workshops 
or seminars to update undergraduates' knowledge on the English language and all the language's functional 
potentialities. 
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